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The Tucurui hydroelectric power generation plant's turbines are causing mercury sulphate pollution
of the Tocantins River in northern Brazil. Evidence of pollution was found in a study commissioned
by Electronorte, the state-run electricity company in charge of the plant. The study was performed
in November 1990 and March this year by the Environmental Conservation Department of Helsinki
University (Finland). Mercury content found in the waters of Tucurui Lake, formed by the project's
dam, and the Tocantins River, is higher than the maximum established by the World Health
Organization (WHO). Movement of the turbines apparently transforms inorganic mercury (existing
in nature) into organic mercury. Samples of hair from 16 residents of 11 municipalities of the
Tucurui area contained between 1.3 and 241 parts per million (ppm) of mercury. The WHO standard
is a maximum 2 ppm, with a human biological tolerance level that cannot exceed 6 ppm. Mercury
causes neurological disorders with the risk of death. Soil samples were within the acceptable range
of mercury content. Animal samples showed a range from 0.01 to 27 ppm. Fish from the Tocantins
River, sold throughout the state of Para, showed levels between 0.01 and 5.9 ppm. WHO's standard
for mercury content in fish is a maximum 0.5 ppm. The situation in Tucurui is being compared to
that of Itaituba, Brazil's major gold-mining area, known for high levels of liquid mercury pollution
in local rivers. In tests run in November 1989, a quantity of mercury 18.8 times the WHO standard
considered sustainable to the human organism was found in the body of a local miner. Coordinator
of the Finnish research team, Hannu Braunschweiler, said the population of the state of Para may be
on the verge of a tragedy more serious than that experienced in the 1950s by persons residing near
the Minamata Bay in Japan. At that time, fish from the bay contained 5.4 ppm of mercury. Many
died, and genetic anomalies continue to present, including physical and mental handicaps. (Basic
data from EFE, 05/18/91)
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